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What to do? An exploration of ethical issues for principals and school guidance 
counsellors. 
 
Dr Marilyn Campbell (Faculty of Education, Queensland University of 
Technology) 
 
 
Introduction 
 
There are many difficult and challenging ethical situations in today’s schools.  The 
potential for conflict in these situations can be exacerbated by differences in the roles 
and responsibilities of personnel within the school. However, there is often very little 
open discussion of the ethics upon which the choices to be made in these difficult 
situations are based. One such potential conflict area is between the school principal 
and the school guidance counsellor.  
 
Ethical issues are part of everyday life in schools. They frequently arise from 
decisions which require value judgements about doing the right thing, or saying the 
good or best thing in a particular situation. Although doing the ‘right thing’ seems 
easy enough most times, when an ethically difficult situation arises, it may cause 
individuals to examine their ethics in practice. 
 
Campbell (2001) asserts that teaching is inherently a moral endeavour with principals, 
teachers and the whole school community struggling with ethically complex realities 
in their day-to-day work. Further, teachers, in the main are of good character. 
According to a Greek study cited in Tirri (1999) teachers ranked very high in their 
moral reasoning on Kohlberg’s scale. Moral reasoning, however, although a 
precondition to ethical behaviour, is not sufficient to acting ethically. It is often, 
however, assumed that teachers will do the ‘right thing’, and in doing so ethics and 
moral principles may simply become part of the hidden curriculum. That is, the 
principles on which teachers act are so embedded in practice that they are generally 
not discussed, examined nor talked about. Yet, as Lyons (1990) has shown, a majority 
of teachers report that they have difficulty in resolving real life ethical dilemmas. 
 
 
Roles and responsibilities – competing perspectives 
 
Ethically difficult issues can be compounded when there are two professions, 
potentially with different and/or competing perspectives, working within the one 
organisation.  This can, in some instances, be the case with school principals and 
school guidance counsellors as they hold different roles and responsibilities in the 
school. The principal holds overall responsibility for much of what happens in the 
school. The principal is expected, therefore, to make decisions based on the best 
interests of the organisation overall (Stolle, 2001). School guidance counsellors work 
mainly with individual students and make decisions usually based on the best interest 
of their client (Queensland Guidance and Counselling Association, 2000). In most 
circumstances there is alignment between system and school needs and student needs. 
However, there is the potential for conflict, such that difficult ethical situations can 
arise. For example, sometimes the school counsellor can be placed in a compromised 
 2
position because of the difficulties inherent in their dual roles of employee and 
student advocate. 
 
This potential for conflict because of different roles was examined by Jacob-Timm 
(1999), who found that administrative pressure on school counsellors to act 
unethically was the most frequent troubling incident for them. Similarly, studies by 
Greenspan and Negron (1994) and Pope and Vetter (1992) noted that pressures to put 
administrative interests ahead of the interest of individual students was a concern to 
school counsellors.  
 
An ancillary service? 
 
Another potential difficulty arises from the fact that school guidance services are 
often considered ancillary to the major goal of the organisation; that is, educational 
outcomes (Stolle, 2001). School guidance counsellors are in a minority and 
organisational goals may not be completely aligned with the professional goals of the 
counsellor. In most cases the therapeutic goals of counselling and guidance and 
educational outcomes are in alignment. However, while resolving personal, social and 
emotional problems in students is usually seen as having the capacity to increase 
positive learning outcomes, there is often potential for conflict.  
 
Issues of confidentiality 
 
An example of a potential contentious issue between principals and school guidance 
counsellors is in the area of confidentiality. Ideally, schools are made up of team 
players who readily share information about students to allow them to teach 
effectively and help and support students. While open communication among 
professional colleagues is usually encouraged in schools, school counsellors believe 
that client confidentiality is the cornerstone of their profession (Mitchell, Disque & 
Robertson, 2002; Taylor & Adelman, 1998) potentially putting them at odds with 
teachers and administrators. As such, managing confidentiality is often one of the 
most difficult ethical issues that school counsellors face (Isaacs & Stone, 1999).  In a 
study by Jacob-Timm (1999) school counsellors identified difficulty in determining 
what information should/may be disclosed and to whom, as the third most ethically 
challenging situation facing them.  
 
From the students’ point of view, a study conducted by Lindsey and Kalafat (1998) 
involving Year 9 students, found that one of the barriers to adolescents seeking help 
from school-based adults was concerns about confidentiality. These students 
explained there was not enough privacy in schools and that they were worried about 
others knowing they had a problem.  
 
An Australian study (Collins & Knowles, 1995) reported that adolescents’ attitudes to 
confidentiality generally corresponded with adult views. There was an almost 
complete lack of differences according to age, between these 13 to 18-year-old 
students in their strongly held beliefs of endorsing confidentiality in a school 
counselling situation. Kids Help Line, an external counselling body, confirms that 
Australian students will often not access the school counsellor because of expected 
breaches of confidentiality and prefer to deal with someone outside the school. This 
fear was also evident in an American study (Taylor & Adelman, 1989) where 
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counsellors in school settings were shown to be more likely to breach confidentiality 
when the client was a minor, than counsellors outside schools.  
 
Potential differences between principals and school guidance counsellors because of 
roles and responsibilities, can be further exacerbated by the different personal values 
of the individuals as well as the particular characteristics and cultures of individual 
schools.  Within schools, as in the broader society, there is much diversity shown by 
individual teachers on many important ethical issues (Campbell, 2001). This is similar 
to the diversity shown by individual school counsellors in a survey by Davis and 
Mickelson (1994) where it was found there was less than 50% agreement among 
school counsellors regarding preferred ethical choices.  
 
Despite the potential differences, as both principals and school guidance counsellors 
work in the same organisation with the same employer, the amount of likely conflict 
may be lessened. Further, as both principals and school guidance counsellors have 
similar backgrounds working in classrooms, they may also share many common 
understandings with regard to ethical principles and open communication. Shared 
appreciation of the needs of the organisation might also defuse any potential conflict. 
Such shared understanding of school culture, good relationships, as well as the 
dominant goal of working in the best interests of the student may also minimise 
potential differences between counsellors and educational administrators.  
 
The place of codes of ethics 
 
In Queensland, teachers are bound by the Board of Teacher Registration’s (BTR, 
2003) Code of Ethics. In addition, school counsellors practice under either the 
Queensland Guidance and Counselling Association’s (QGCA, 2000) Code of Ethics 
or the Australian Psychological Society’s (APS, 2003) Code of Ethics. These 
professional codes of ethics are statements of ethical standards expressed in positive 
ideals.  
 
Most professional codes are based on the same principles of basic human virtues or 
ordinary ethical norms (Campbell, 2001). The BTR’s (2003) code is based on a 
commitment to students, responsibilities to parents, responsibilities to the community 
and society and to teacher employers. QGCA’s (2000, p.1) guiding principles for 
guidance counsellors state that they should act 
 
in ways that are consistent with the best interests of children, youths, 
educators, parents, institutions, the community and the profession…They 
endeavour to protect and promote the welfare of children and youth and the 
quality of their development through educational, psychological and related 
services. 
 
APS’s Code (2003, p.1) follows the general principles of responsibility, competence 
and propriety to “promote sound professional practice in order to safeguard the 
welfare of consumers of psychological services and the integrity of the profession.”  
 
It is interesting to note the important similarities in the teacher and school counsellor 
codes with respect to confidentiality. BTR’s Code (2003, p.3) states under 
commitment to students: 
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“Protect the student’s right to privacy and confidentiality…Maintain the 
confidentiality of information unless disclosure serves a compelling 
professional purpose or is required by law, or unless the personal safety of the 
student is at risk.”  
 
QGCA’s (2000, p.3) code of ethics states counsellors should safeguard confidential 
client information, only releasing information with parent or student consent except 
when clients are in immediate danger to themselves or others. However, they can 
discuss this confidential information with persons clearly concerned with the case for 
professional purposes. Importantly, however, the issue of confidentiality with minors, 
which often makes decisions difficult, is not really addressed specifically in either of 
these codes.   
 
Remley and Huey (2002) exhort school guidance counsellors to know their code of 
ethics. However, Campbell (2001) argues that although codes of ethics contribute to 
examining ethics in teaching by informing and guiding teachers, there are nonetheless 
significant limitations to codes in achieving ethical behaviour. While there may be 
agreement in principle, it is in the implementation in practice that often creates 
tensions.  
 
Bond (2000) suggests that the ethical prescriptions of such codes cannot be relied on 
to solve dilemmas. Not for the reasons that Campbell (2001) espouses, that they lack 
specificity and therefore leave wide interpretations to be made. Rather, Bond believes 
that people need not only to consider the issue in a difficult situation systematically 
but they also need to take personal ownership for the responsibility to act ethically 
and not merely justify their actions by a code written by others. This he calls ‘ethical 
mindfulness’.  
 
Overall, it might be expected that there would be agreement on difficult ethical 
situations because principals and school guidance counsellors work under very similar 
codes of ethics. On the other hand, however, the codes, and the albeit minor 
differences between them may not offer much specificity to aid decision making at 
the level of daily practice in difficult situations. As a result, conflict between 
counsellors and educational administrators may arise. 
 
Some scenarios and questions to illustrate  
 
It is instructive to reflect on how principals and school guidance counsellors might 
respond in some typically difficult situations which might arise in schools. 
 
Consider the following hypothetical scenarios. They are presented rather 
simplistically but do illustrate where conflicts such as those raised above may arise. 
 
a) A principal directs a school guidance counsellor to take a group of 
disruptive Year 8 boys in order to change their behaviour. If the boys 
do not attend the group they will be suspended. What should the 
counsellor do? 
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Would principals and counsellors differ in their awareness of the underlying ethical 
issues involved in this situation? Would they use different strategies for the resolution 
of the problem? The principal could base her reasoning on the needs and interests of 
the organisation to most efficiently deal with the situation. A counsellor might think 
the role of disciplinarian is not congruent with his role and that counselling either 
individually or in a group needs to be voluntary. Further, on a practical level without 
good role models, the group may not progress and may be very difficult to control. 
Here the counsellor might need moral courage to convince the principal of the 
arguments, as each may be unaware of some of the ethical principles which the 
counsellor has been asked to compromise by such a request. The counsellor could 
approach the principal to express concerns and opt for another solution to the 
problem. Alternatively the counsellor could see the boys individually or could take 
the group and work hared to establish a good relationship with the group, making the 
time fun, if not therapeutic. 
 
 
b) A 14-year-old student wants to change a maths class because of the 
disciplinary style of the teacher. Many other students also want to 
change. The school counsellor supports this particular student. What 
should the principal do? 
 
Are there differences between the actions of principals in this dilemma and on what 
basis do they make their decisions? Do school guidance counsellors have differing 
views from principals in such situations? Do principals believe that a domino effect of 
precedence would take place if one student was moved or would they consider each 
case on its merits? Would principals think that the teacher might need some assistance 
and if so, who would give it? 
 
 
c) A teacher tells the school guidance counsellor that he has a drinking 
problem which is seriously affecting his work and he would like help. 
What should the counsellor do? 
 
Are there differences in the expectations of principals and counsellors about limits of 
confidentiality? What actions, for the individual as well as the whole school’s benefit, 
should the counsellor take? If any? Is there enough concern for harm to the student 
that the principal would expect the counsellor to break confidentiality or as it is an 
adult asking for help should it be given in confidence? 
 
 
 
d) A 14-year-old student in the course of speaking with the counsellor 
about being teased, says she is having protected sexual relations with 
her 17-year-old boyfriend, who is in full time employment. What 
should the counsellor do? 
 
Are there differences in the expectations of principals and counsellors about limits of 
confidentiality of minors? Would principals expect that counsellors would break 
condfidentiality because of legal reasons or would they expect counsellors to keep 
confidentiality, especially if both sets of parents condoned the relationship. 
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 Implications and actions for practice 
 
Although reactions to scenarios like these might not always be the same in actual 
practice, it would be interesting to assess similarities and differences between 
principals and school guidance counsellors.  Whatever the outcome however, there 
does seem to be a need to engage in general discussion about ethical issues as a whole 
school community as the actions, implications and outcomes of scenarios such as 
those above are likely to be significant, both for an individual and potentially at the 
whole school level. As a staring point, ethical discussions might be initiated around 
the various codes guiding actions in schools and how those codes might best be 
applied in reality, moving from ideals and generalised principles to ethical actions as 
part of good daily practice. 
 
The issue of not only knowing the right thing to do but also doing it, invokes the idea 
of moral courage (Kidder & Born, 2002). To ensure staff are supported to act ethically 
they need to know they are not alone and there is support in the school for decisive 
ethical action, as well as processes for addressing difficult ethical situations. 
 
School guidance counsellors not only have multiple roles of teacher and counsellor, 
employee and student advocate, but counselling is itself an uncertain process which 
grapples with ambiguities (West, 2002). Often counsellors are exhorted, not to do the 
‘right thing’, but rather to do ‘no harm’. Perhaps including a discussion of ethics when 
a new school counsellor is appointed, could be included in the role negotiation for the 
school counsellor with the school administration.  
 
It is likely that ethical issues will attract increasing prominence with the introduction 
of other helping professionals into the secondary school situation. School-based youth 
health nurses, chaplains, police officers, and the new youth workers will all be in 
similar roles to school guidance counsellors as far as their work, client focus and 
ethical codes of operation are concerned.  The need for consideration of ethical 
principles, moral courage and the encouragement of talking and reflection of these 
difficult issues will be imperative in coming years. 
 
As Kinscherff  (quoted in Smith, 2003, p.35) says  “Good ethical practice is good 
professional practice, which is good risk management practice.” 
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